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Fifty Years of Change

W

hen I joined the Spiritans many moons ago, it was so easy to define who
the Spiritans were. To put it simply, as Fr. Bob Hudson did in 1947
when he visited the graduating class in my high school, they were
“African Missionaries”. Very simple for a teenager to grasp. A Spiritan had a
motorbike, a pith helmet, lived in Africa and saw plenty of lions and elephants.
In my years in the seminary the notion that we were training to be African
missionaries was reinforced. All the retired missionaries we met, as well as those
home on leave, spoke continually about Sierra Leone, Nigeria, Kenya, and the
Gambia. A few spoke of Trinidad or Mauritius but these were exceptions.
When we were asked, after ordination to the priesthood, in what region we
would prefer to serve, I boldly answered “Africa”, as did all of our ordination class.
Nobody wished to remain in Ireland to work in our schools and seminaries there.
When I was assigned to Canada I did not know what to think. We had a very
small group of Spiritans in Ontario and the work there was only six years old.
Weren’t Spiritans supposed to be missionaries in Africa?
What I was part of in the early sixties was a sea change in the Church and in all
its institutions including the Spiritans. The Second Vatican Council called on the
churches around the world to evaluate the needs of the peoples they served and to
adopt their method of evangelization to suit local cultures. No longer would the
Inuit of Canada and the Zulus of South Africa be evangelized in a uniform madein-Rome formula. Latin in the liturgy was replaced by a thousand different tongues.
Evangelization no longer took place only in Catholic institutions. The whole world
was now the vineyard. The Good News was to be proclaimed to everyone.
And in the next forty-five years, the Church and, with it, the Spiritans have
undergone total change. As I coedited this issue of Spiritan, I came to realize how
far we have grown from being mere African Missionaries. Africa and its peoples
remain the primary arena of our endeavors but the current Spiritan portrays a far
wider scope of evangelization.
Our personnel have expanded from being composed of religious only to include
lay Spiritans and volunteer coworkers. Our membership has gone from being 90%
European to having a European minority. Our Spiritans have discovered many
unusual ministries beyond school and parish service.
In Spiritan we try to catch the new Spiritans. Because of the rate of change and
the addition of new works it is difficult to do. As our Superior General, Jean-Paul
Hoch, said in an address to the Irish Spiritans, “From the beginning the main and
almost unique commitment of the Spiritans was to the evangelization of Africa,
including first evangelization, the building up of local Churches, formation of a
local clergy, involvement in different types of education, and development work.
Later came work for justice and peace, ministering to refugees, to those suffering
from AIDS, involvement in dialogue with Islam and other religions etc. At present,
it is almost impossible to gather the multiple engagements of Spiritan confreres
under one heading. I think it is good that this be so: we should not make an audit of
all our commitments to determine which are more “Spiritan” than others. In the
final reckoning, what is most important is not where we are or what we are doing,
but rather the spirit in which we do it.”
Gerald FitzGerald CSSp
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As I See It

Christian Presence
in a Muslim World
John O’Brien CSSp

PA K I S TA N

T

John O’Brien
celebrates Mass
in Pakistan style.

he Spiritans arrived in Pakistan in
1977. They had been invited by the
local bishops to come and work
among an oppressed and marginalized
Hindu tribe called the Marwari-Bhils. After
their arrival it was made clear that they
could engage in this work only if they were
also willing to care for the Punjabi Christians, also a despised and marginalized minority. But they found themselves in a land
where 97.5% of the population were Muslims. They were surrounded by the life and
all the symbols of an overwhelmingly
Islamic culture.
Both the Marwari Bhils and the Punjabi
Christians experience Islam as oppression.
Their daily experience is that of being
avarna: despised and oppressed, because of
their religion, their caste, their colour and
occupation. As tribal Hindus and Christian
street sweepers they will not be served in
many a teashop. If served, it will be from
dirty and inferior cups that are often
smashed or discarded after use. In their experience, the people who exploit, abuse
and marginalize them are Muslims — so
that is their measure of Islam.
Some years ago three sweepers were
drowned in a main sewer by a rush of
methane gas while attempting to unblock
it. To do this work they have to descend
into the sewer, often up to their necks in its
contents, sometimes obliged to submerge
themselves to find the problem. Accidents
are frequent. It requires little imagination
to realize that theirs must have been a horrible death. They had been ordered to work
on their day off, no safety equipment had
been provided, and the job was unsupervised. Two of the victims were Muslims
and the third was a Christian. The Spiritans
3
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Most Muslims
are wary of
what we term
dialogue:
they assume
it is a
cover for
conversion

took up their families’ claims for compensation as a human rights’ case. The manner
in which the authorities spoke of the victims communicated a total lack of respect
— almost as if they considered them subhuman. Although two were Muslims, their
status in the eyes of the powerful, themselves all Muslims, was defined by their
occupation and not by their religion. They
were sweepers, not Muslims.
Such experiences quite clearly fall short
of Islam’s noble spiritual ideals. Many
devout Muslims recognize this. But this is
the only Islam that the minorities know.

How the Spiritans are seen
As Spiritans we are, by and large, not
overtly subjected to hostility, much less oppression, although we are seen by many religious leaders as representative of a way of
life that is inimical to Islam. Wealthy Muslims can be quite shocked when they realize
that we eat and even stay overnight in Christian sweeper and Marwari Hindu villages.
To them such behaviour is demeaning.
Many people tolerate us rather than accept
us. Although we seek to live simply, our
buildings, cars, foreign travel and apparently
limitless resources mark us off as wealthy.
At another level there is a kind of grudging admiration for us even on the part of
some Muslim religious leaders. They see
that for the most part we wish no one ill and
try our best to do good, usually in solidarity
with people who are poor and powerless.
4

For one Muslim friend, professionally very
competent and devout in his religion, all
that is wrong with us is that we are not Muslims. We behave like good Muslims, we treat
others as good Muslims should, why do we
persist in believing in three gods?

of the situation and sometimes just because
the other landlord is his rival or his enemy.
The civil servant whose aim is to make visa
applications all but impossible is a Muslim.
The official who smoothes the way even
when the papers are not quite in order is
also a Muslim. The religious man who proclaims what for him is the self-evident
truth, that Christians do not pray, is a
Muslim. So is the man who sincerely asks
for prayers for his sick relatives or child,
who prays with us as we pray, and who
departs deeply appreciative.
For the most part our living dialogue
with Islam is conducted not with official
spokespersons, but with ordinary people.
We meet them every day, many of them on
an ongoing basis. The conversation is
rarely just about the business in hand.
Quickly it moves on to topics like what we
think of Pakistan, what we are doing here,
where are our children, and why we are not
Muslims. The level of the exchange varies
from the frivolous to the hotly argumentative, and even the potentially dangerous;
from the voyeuristic to the honest and serious. On our part an initial enthusiasm and
naiveté have gradually given way to a wariness buttressed by an array of survival
strategies, but never quite despairing of
genuine communication.

We meet Muslims every day
If we do not engage in formal dialogue
with Islam, we certainly engage in a wideranging, daily “living dialogue” with Muslims. The rickshaw wallah who wants to
overcharge us is Muslim. The fellow passenger who squeezes up to make room for
us in the train when we have no booking is
a Muslim. So is the one who has taken possession of someone else’s booking and
refuses to budge. The fellow traveller who
shares his food with us is a Muslim. So is
the one who refuses to eat ours because we
are fakirs. The doctor who, on our introduction, agrees to perform an operation at
a reduced rate, because the patient is poor,
is a Muslim. So is the doctor who refuses to
examine another patient because of his
caste, colour or occupation. The police officers who harass the people for bribes are
Muslims. So is the officer who helps to
track down the daughter of a peasant who
has been abducted by the landlord. The
landlord who has abducted and perhaps
abused the girl is a Muslim. A second landlord, who gives information as to where the
girl may be found, is also a Muslim. Sometimes he helps because he sees the injustice

Our common humanity
At times, some of us, when aggressively
asked what religion we are, will reply
“Insan” (human being), in the hope of
avoiding what experience has shown to be
fruitless debate, and of focusing instead on
our common humanity. Humorously deflecting ridiculous accusations can sometimes be more fruitful than trying to
confront them. Not infrequently the exchange peters out, as often happens when
the interlocutors, warming to a conversation with foreigners in Urdu or Punjabi,
discover we are not Muslims. On occasion
the religious difference can be put aside to
allow something in the nature of a meeting
of hearts, if not of minds.

Formal dialogue
There is no strong desire in the Spiritan
group for dialogue at the more formal level
e.g. exploring historical questions, pursuing
together the meaning of sacred texts in
either tradition. Experience indicates that
such work can be an arid and unproductive
venture. Much of it is for show. Exchanging
lofty sentiments, enunciating noble princiFebruary 2007 / Spiritan

ples, listening with due deference and appreciation is a cultural form in Pakistan. It
is a matter of izzat: showing and receiving
due regard, honour and respect. In general,
the desire for dialogue seems to come from
the Christian side. Reflection on the way
many Catholics used to think in preVatican II times gives a good idea of the
Muslim attitude. “We are right and you are
wrong; ours is the final revelation and yours
has been superseded; in any event, you have
corrupted your scriptures.” (No doubt, we
appear equally intransigent and incorrigible). This mentality is compounded by their
religious obligation to convert at least one
non-Muslim to Islam as a way of atoning
for all their sins. Pakistani Muslims consider our desire for formal dialogue as a
sign of weakness and uncertainty about the
truth of our religion rather than as a desire
to create a climate of mutual understanding
and appreciation. Most Muslims are wary
of what we term dialogue: they assume it is
a cover for conversion. Breaking down such
walls of distrust is a slow process.
Our experience as Spiritans living and
working in Pakistan has taught us that a
day to day dialogue with Muslims may
take place in four ways: in a shared struggle for justice, in working together, in a
common commitment to prayer, in ordinary daily life.

honest labour of the sweeper. The Muslims
were very touched by this and joined in the
prayers. One Spiritan regularly meets his
fellow medical professionals and also runs
a clinic in collaboration with a Muslim
landlord. The dialogue here is between
equals, starting at the professional level,
moving out into life in general and, on
occasion touching on religious faith.

Dialogue and prayer
A common commitment to prayer can
lead to dialogue. Indeed a Swiss missionary
concluded that this was the only way to
promote Christian-Muslim dialogue.

community, two Spiritans frequently participated in sessions of common worship lasting late into the night. Such inter-religious
worship and explicit inter-religious dialogue
with popular Hinduism is very much an
ongoing part of the life of the group in
Pakistan. Muslims too join in this kind of
worship. In some cases, it seemed there was
a real meeting of hearts. On the morning
following one such session, a Muslim who
had shared in the devotions came with tea
for the Spiritans to show his appreciation for
their participation — but he would not let
the Hindus drink from the same cups! The
Spiritans departed with many questions.

Map of Pakistan
Spiritans live and
work in the area
around Sadiqabad
•Sadiqabad

Dialogue and justice
As we struggle together for justice and
the transformation of unjust structures, the
courage of some women’s groups composed of secular and religious Muslims has
been a source of admiration to many Christians. One group of Christian and Muslim
women find their common experiences of
oppression by the patriarchal structures of
their religious systems a spur to sharing. In
such struggles a new sense of mutual respect and interdependence arises. This can
lead to a sharing which is a genuine interreligious dialogue, on what justice is seen to
be in our respective faiths and from there to
a deeper religious sharing.

Dialogue and work
When Christians and Muslims belong
to the same occupation or profession an
inter-faith coming together is possible.
Muslims came in great numbers to the
funeral of the Christian drowned in the
sewer. Much preparation had gone into the
liturgy, including a special ceremony at the
Offertory in an attempt to dignify the
Spiritan / February 2007

Muslims have a keen sense of the importance, indeed the centrality of prayer in their
lives. They are impressed to discover that we
pray. But praying together is seldom if ever a
formally structured or regular thing. It is
more a matter of occasional felt need. Often
when visiting Christian patients in hospital,
we are asked by Muslims to pray for their
sick relative and even lay hands on the
patient. They sincerely appreciate this.
Occasionally people call at the door asking for prayers for themselves or a relative.
They expect us to pray there and then. In
times of need or distress, Pakistanis and
perhaps most human beings revert to a
very inclusive notion of religion. They go
to any place of worship or religious figure.
The governing factor is the supposed efficacy of his prayers and not the orthodoxy
or otherwise of his beliefs.
While touring the villages with a view
to finding a suitable location for a Spiritan

Dialogue and daily life
The fourth form of dialogue runs
through these pages. It follows — or does
not follow, depending on the circumstances
— from the ordinary involvements of daily
life. Theology, for all its undoubted importance, is a secondary activity that rises at
sunset. A religious encounter with the
“other” enables us to escape from the prison
of illusion that imagines our own system to
be complete and self-contained. This encounter contains the seeds of an enriched
and expanded shared humanity. Focusing
exclusively on the other’s religion may be
the very way to ensure that one never encounters him/her. Behind all our roles we
are human beings and, in some cases at
least, it is possible to meet at this level. ■
Fr. John O’Brien writes from Sadiqabad.
Parts 2 and 3 of his article will appear in the
May and August issues of Spiritan.
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From Ghetto
to Agnostic
to Catholic
Convert
The Early Years of Francis Libermann
Joe D’Ambrosio CSSp

J

acob Samsonssohn, the fifth son of Rabbi Eliezer
Samsonssohn and Lea Jacobstochter, was born on 12th
April 1802 in Saverne, Alsace. Before his parents married in 1788, Rabbi Eliezer had to get permission from
the Prince-Bishop of Saverne after he proved to the Bishop’s
satisfaction that he had sufficient means to raise a family. As
a Rabbi he could scarcely have found that congenial.
Jacob, his son, was a true child of the French Revolution
which had broken out in 1789, thirteen years before his
birth. In adulthood he fully espoused the ideals of Liberty,
Equality and Fraternity, however little they were actualized
in the Revolution. He even sympathized with the rebels of
the Paris Commune in 1848 when, in fact, the Archbishop
of Paris was shot dead at the barricades trying to promote
peace.
Jacob was a very weak infant. His father the Rabbi
pinned a piece of paper with his name on it onto the velvet
cover of the tabernacle in the Saverne synagogue. He also
got his congregation to pray for his little boy’s survival. Poor
health was the first thing in Jacob’s disfavour: there were to
be plenty of others in his brief life of forty-nine years.
When Jacob was six and a half, under orders of the Revolutionary Government of France, the family had to change
its name. The Rabbi would henceforth be called Lazarus
Libermann, and his wife would be known as Lea Haller. The
family had indeed used the name Libermann before. Their
roots stretched back to Germany, thence to Poland and to
the Ukraine from where, together with the Roman
Catholics, they had had to flee before the Cossacks who
were forcing everyone to become Russian Orthodox
6

Christians under pain of death. So Jacob was born into a
family of wandering Jews.

Home life
The family was quiet and cultured. Later on Jacob could
not tolerate dirt or untidiness in a confrère. He was supposed to have said that there may be an excuse for poverty
but never for dirt.
His father was most highly respected not only among the
Jews, but also among the Christians of Saverne. He had a
room permanently reserved for any poor Jew who might be
in need of a bed for the night. Is this where Jacob learned his
sympathy for the most abandoned? He was later to say that
he had the best father anyone could have.
Jacob had a most affectionate relationship with his
mother. Writing to a confrère later on about Our Lady, he
said, “You must act towards Our Lady the way a child approaches his mother. If something happens to him, he runs
to her straight away to tell her. He wastes no time dwelling
on the matter. His mother only needs to be apprised of the
situation, whereupon she bends down and plants two kisses
on his cheek. That’s what mothers do, and so they heal the
wound. And then the child jumps up without any more
ado. His mother has given him a kiss and spoken a few
loving words. That is sufficient.”
His mother Lea died on 4th April 1813 when Jacob was
only ten years old. His father could not look after the seven
children, ranging from twenty-three to six years, so he married a widow named Veronica Weil. Veronica brought a
daughter Regina with her, and Jacob was later engaged to
February 2007 / Spiritan

this step-sister before his final examination
for the rabbinate.

Education
Jacob was a weak child at school. He was
continually the butt of jokes and attacks
from the other children. His brother David,
eight years older, who was a bit of a rough
diamond, used to defend him. We know of
the abuse Jacob received at the hands of the
local schoolmaster, having his head banged
against a wall by him. Jacob was to attribute
his later epileptic attacks to that event.
After primary school Jacob entered the
Talmudic School which was run by his
father in Saverne. His older brothers
Samson, David, Henoch and Felix had preceded him, but none were as intelligent as
he. Another of the students in his father’s
school was David Drach. Jacob made his
Bar Mitzvah in 1815 and began to study
the Talmud under his father. His studies
ended in Saverne to his father’s satisfaction
in 1822 when Jacob was aged twenty. Now
it was time for university. He was sent to
the Jewish College in Metz.

Away from home
There were about five thousand Jews in
Metz, the most important and biggest concentration of Jews in France. The College
had formerly been a Carmelite monastery.
Jacob could speak only Yiddish and
Hebrew. On the way to Metz he visited his
brother Samson, who was aged thirty-two,
and also David, aged twenty-eight. Samson
was a doctor. He had long since lost his
faith in Judaism and had in fact decided to
become a Protestant but, when he went to
the Protestant pastor to discuss the baptism
of the child he and his wife were expecting,
he was put off in no uncertain fashion.
At this time he was a free thinker. He
told Jacob during his visit that he ought to
broaden his mind and study French and
German as he had. A friend of Samson’s
called in for supper and he asked Jacob
why he was wearing his hat at table. Jacob
replied that this religion demanded it, and
the argument that ensued grew so heated
that Samson tried his best to change the
subject. He said later that Jacob had really
been very upset.
Jacob arrived in Metz with letters of
introduction from his father to two professors in the College. Jacob said quite openly
that the had been sent by his father not to
learn anything, but in fact, merely to show
off just how much he knew. Imagine his
Spiritan / February 2007

surprise when he was treated with disdain
by the two professors. This made him extremely angry and he swore that he would
avoid them in the future. This sensitivity
was to stay with him all his life.
Jacob immediately set about following
Samson’s advice and began to study
French, Latin, and Greek. This displeased
the professors who got their own back on
Jacob by ridiculing, in the lecture hall, what
his father had taught him. This incensed
Jacob, and he began to read French literature, especially Jean-Jacques Rousseau one
of the luminaries of the French Revolution.
Eventually he lost his faith in Judaism. He
wrote to Samson that while he believed in
God, he could not stomach all the miracles
attributed to God in the Jewish Testament.

her daughter Regina to break off the engagement with him, and from then on Jacob and
Veronica were not on speaking terms.
Then there occurred the famous interrogation by his father who had heard from
Metz that Jacob was going the way of Samson. Jacob was asked most searching questions and seemed to be inspired in his
answers. His father decided to send him to
Paris to study, which is what Jacob wanted
all along. In Paris he met the Chief Rabbi,
but by then he had decided not to become a
Rabbi. He could not swear in conscience to
be faithful to the Jewish religion. Perhaps he
would become a teacher in a high school.
Then the third blow fell. His brother
Felix, already living in Paris, became a
Catholic. Jacob visited him and was very

He was captivated by the high moral tone of
Jesus’ discourses. However … he could not
accept the gospel miracles either.
The Jews, he said, were wandering in the
desert without country or laws, and they
had to make up these stories in order to
bind themselves together. Later on during
this time of agnosticism he was given a
New Testament in Hebrew by a fellow student in Metz. He was captivated by the
high moral tone of Jesus’ discourses. However he repeated that he could not accept
the gospel miracles either.

Three setbacks
He then received three blows to his
agnosticism. Ever since his mother’s death
he had relied more and more on the
friendship of his brothers, especially Samson. Now Samson had become a Catholic.
This really hit him hard. When Samson
asked him to forgive him for the suffering
he must be causing their father, Jacob
wrote to Samson and told him that he had
always loved and admired him and nothing
he did would ever change that.
The next blow was the conversion of
David (now Paul) Drach. David had been a
fellow student of Jacob in Rabbi Libermann’s Talmudic academy. He had married the daughter of the Chief Rabbi of
France, and he was Professor of Oriental
Studies at the University of Paris.
David’s conversion shocked the whole
Jewish Community in France and they said
he had sold his soul for eighty thousand
francs. Veronica, Jacob’s step-mother, got

jealous of Felix’s happiness. He himself was
full of loneliness and despair. He prayed to
the God of his fathers for light, and light
came.

Catholic convert
He was baptized on Christmas Eve 1826
at the age of twenty-four, taking Francis
Mary Paul as his Christian names. Francis
was the name of his godfather, Mary the
name of his godmother, Paul he took in
honour of Paul Drach or perhaps because
like St. Paul, he was of the tribe of Benjamin.
He said later that during his baptism he
seemed to be immersed in a ball of fire. To
the onlookers he seemed to be unconscious.
There are many types of conversion.
The intellectual type of conversion is probably best exemplified by St. Augustine.
Another example of an intellectual conversion would be that of John Henry Newman.
The opposite type of conversion, almost a
physical conversion, was that of the Jew
Saul; things do not get more physical than
being thrown to the ground and being
struck blind. Francis Libermann’s conversion was mainly emotional: he was strongly
attached to his brothers. Samson said later
on that God had made him a Catholic to
prepare Francis for conversion.
Who could have foreseen that Francis
would, within a few years, found a religious
order and later be elected Superior General
of the Spiritans? ■
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Witness
Chibuike Ojilere CSSp

PHILIPPINES

L

The Groundbreaking of the
Spiritan Formation House
in the Philippines

S

unday, February 5, 2006 marked a great milestone in the life of the Spiritan Community in the Far East, and indeed, in the growth of the whole Congregation. More than
300 people joined the Spiritans in the Philippines for the groundbreaking of our first
formation house in the continent. Among the many signs of hope and blessing was the
participation of our “aspirants”, those Filipino men who have already begun the discernment process of early religious formation. In the near future, God willing, this will be
where they live for their postulancy and novitiate. We have been here for only eight years,
but it is time to put down Spiritan roots in the heart of the wonderful Filipino people.
Perched high on a hilltop, surrounded by lush vegetation and various fruit trees, and
naturally cooled by the midmorning breeze, the Apostolic Administrator of the Diocese
of Iligan, Msgr. Ramon Fruto, CSsR, presided at the Eucharist, assisted by the director of
the local Franciscan formation program, and the Spiritan Fathers Martin Okafor-Ilozue
(Nigeria), the Superior; Chibuike Ojilere (Nigeria), Jean-Marie Bassok (Cameroon),
Filbert Chundu (Tanzania), Raymond Ugwu (Nigeria), and Daniel Sormani (USA).
Fr. Martin recently completed a year of preparation in Ireland for his role as Director of
Novices and Fr. Henri Medjo Mvomo (Cameroon) will be Director of Postulants.
The land itself was donated, as was all the food and drink at the celebration. So many
people whose lives have been touched by the Spiritan presence in the Philippines gave
generously to make the great day possible. Building has already begun, and friends have
begun to pledge to work not only towards its completion, but to its maintenance and development. We Spiritans were overwhelmed by the show of love and support on all levels
from the wealthy and the poor, the young and the old, the city and the country folks.
How eagerly we anticipate our future Filipino Spiritan confreres joining us in mission
works. And God willing Taiwanese, Chinese and Vietnamese vocations will follow.
Welcoming all people into our community, learning from them, adapting to the local
life and incorporating it into who we are, are just some of the ways we in the Philippines
are living out the vision of Libermann.
The seeds sown on this fertile Philippine soil are beginning to grow. ■
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ife is tough but mission can be
tougher. I was ordained to the priesthood in Nigeria on July 8, 2000. Before I could say ‘Eureka’ God catapulted
me out of Africa into Asia. Having to leave
home a few weeks after ordination was not
funny at all.
Six years later, mission among Filipinos
remains a profoundly witness-filled experience. By simply being with them, loving
them and, indispensably, learning from
them I have encountered them at the levels
of their faith and culture. I have discovered
how they experience God while sharing
how I, as an African and a Spiritan, experience the Lord.

Witness to Filipinos
Language helps me to permeate the
heart of the Filipinos. Having to ‘master’ in
six months the local language — Cebuano
(or Bisaya) — was quite fulfilling for me
but amazing to the people. And having
later to learn the national language —
Tagalog — all on my own gives me joy and
makes me feel as if I am a Filipino. Further,
to have fallen in love with and learnt (and
continue to learn) Spanish makes me more
at home among Filipinos and more accepted by the Filipino people. With these three
languages, difficult as they definitely are, I
have been able to communicate and relate
perfectly well. When in the community
of Southern and Central Filipinos my
Cebuano prowess breaks the ice. When
with Filipinos from the North or when it is
time to speak ‘nationally’, my Tagalog does
the magic. When in the midst of the ‘living
ancestors’ who cherish the three centuries
of Spanish colonization, my “little Spanish” clicks in perfectly well. With these, the
sometimes xenophobic Filipinos happily
co-opt me into their lives.
Within six years I have worked in various
ministries: from pastor in a mountain
parish, where I have to travel 14kms to get
drinking water and hike for a good seven
hours to reach an outstation, to pastor in
two different city parishes, where you meet
February 2007 / Spiritan

in Northern Mindanao
the ‘head people’ who will always critically
analyze and try to re-interpret every word
you utter on the pulpit; to prison ministry,
where working with crime victims as well as
their families remains an onerous task; to
working as vocation coordinator for the
very nascent but promising Spiritan formation program, where you have to work extra
hard to convince today’s youth of the importance of religious vocation; and finally to
campus ministry, where accompanying 21st
century Filipino youths can be an ordeal.
Presently, I work fulltime as coordinator of
prison pastoral care in the diocese of Iligan,
while remaining committed to my work as
vocation coordinator of the Spiritans.
Outside the church, I have also witnessed to Filipinos through my contact with
Kiwanis International, a global organization of volunteers dedicated to changing
the world, one child and one community at
a time. I see in Kiwanis an extension of my
Spiritanness. The Kiwanis motto — serving
the children of the world — remains for me
a mission that Libermann and Poullart des
Places would be proud to encourage. In
December 2001, I was inducted as member
of the Kiwanis family. While still a pastor
in a mountain parish, I collaborated with
Kiwanis to bring life and hope to hundreds
of Filipinos. In 2003-2004, I served as
president of Kiwanis Club of Industrial

City, Iligan. During my administration, I
further spearheaded many Kiwanis
humanitarian projects wherein food, clothing, shelter, education and healthcare were
provided for thousands of poor rural children and families in and around Iligan city.
By 2005 I got Kiwanis International Distinguished Club President Award. Amid my
unworthiness, I continue till this day to do
my best.

Witness from Filipinos
Filipinos have also touched me and continue to inspire my everyday life. The Filipino hospitality thrills me. The smile that
beams from the face of every Filipino I meet
on the street is indeed inspiring. The generosity of even the poorest Filipino person is
simply amazing, a generosity I see in gifts
received, in people’s readiness to hike with
me for hours to visit an outstation and in invitations to meals during fiestas, birthdays,
marriages and so on. Even the Filipino simplicity of lifestyle and spirit of “don’t worry,
be happy” teach me a lot. Further, the high

Chibuike Ojilere CSSp with young friends in the Philippines.
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Filipino respect I get for just being pari
(priest), challenges my sense of the sacred.
Even in the midst of Muslim-Christian
tension in Mindanao, the friendliness from
the Muslim community overwhelms me.
Indeed, many Filipinos continue to touch
the very core of my being.

Witness within a
Spiritan community
The simple truth is: you can exist in an
international community but it takes a lot
for you to live in it. In the past six years, I
have lived in community with Irish, Brazilian, Lebanese-American, Nigerian, Malagasy, Cameroonian, and Tanzanian
confreres. Frankly, it has been a ‘mixed experience’ of sometimes been appreciated
and sometimes criticized, sometimes accepted and sometimes rejected, sometimes
understood and sometimes misunderstood. My four years encounter with different personalities, nationalities and cultures
within the Spiritan Seminary community
in Nigeria really prepared me for a life in
an international community in a foreign
land. To exist in a community demands
breaking down the barriers that hold us in
and keep others out.
In all, my whole experience as a young
African working in the Philippines remains
a typical rite of passage. It has been an adventure from homeland to wonderland to
newfoundland. In my homeland, I felt safe
and secure. In wonderland, as for Alice,
there was nothing familiar and I felt
estranged. But, unlike Alice, once having
been here and formed close bonds of
friendship, I cannot help but love this
newfoundland and its people. ■
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The Short and Simple
Annals
A
of the
Poor
The stone crusher

INDIA

s dawn descended over the village,
the men sat by the fire smoking
beedi, stoking the coal fire and heating the iron chisels used for their work in
the stone quarry. The women were fetching
water from the village well with pots of
water on their heads — their daily household chores had begun. Somewhere a calf
mooed. I lay awake on my bed staring at
the tiled ceiling and thinking about my
plans for the day. My work as a development activist in the village over the last few
months had been eventful and interesting.
The stone quarry workers were beginning
to organize themselves to demand better
working conditions from their employers.
But suddenly, these thoughts about the
workers were interrupted by a loud banging on my door.

At death’s door
Arumugam was at the door, desperation
and sadness writ all over his face.
“Saar, please come. Mayavan is seriously
ill,” he said abruptly.
Arumugam led the way as we rushed to
a small run-down hut on the northern end
of the village. In the hut, Mayavan was
lying on the earthen floor with his head on
the lap of his only surviving sister Gomathi.
His chest was bare, revealing an emaciated
body and protruding ribs. His breathing
was short and laboured. As his eyes slowly
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The life and death
of a slave
Sabin Mukkath
turned to me, I saw a flicker of recognition.
I could also see the pain he was going
through. After a few words of comfort I
went back to my house to organize transport to take him to the hospital about
twelve kilometers away. While I was
preparing to leave, Arumugam returned.
“Do not go Saar, he will not survive the
trip,” he stated, as a matter of fact.
Shocked, I asked, “Why not?”
“He will not survive for long Saar,
please do not bother getting transport.”
Some of the women now gathered
around him and they also told me that
Mayavan would not survive the trip to the
hospital. I felt frustrated that they had
stopped me from getting him there. I went
back to the hut to check on his condition.

I had known Mayavan for a while. He
had worked in a stone crusher for most of
his life. Because he suffered from tuberculosis, he was always running into trouble
with his employer. Whenever he fell sick
and stayed home, his employer would
come to his house to get him back to work.
Inhaling the dust-filled air in his workplace
had badly affected his lungs. At one stage, I
helped get him hospitalized for treatment
and his health improved considerably
during that time. However, upon his return from the hospital, this boss forced
Mayavan to continue working in the stone
crusher. He did not have any option
because he was a bonded (slave) labourer.
Over several years. Mayavan had borrowed money from his employer to meet his
health care expenses and now he was forced
to work for him until the loan was repaid.
However, because the wages he received
were so low, it was going to be almost
impossible for him to ever repay the loan.
Mayavan was a strong spirited individual and always stood up to his employer
despite all the verbal abuse and physical
treats. He was involved in organizing his
fellow workers to join the Quarry Workers’
Association to improve labour conditions
in the region. His courage and honesty encouraged many to join, but when Mayavan
returned to work in the stone crusher after
his hospitalization, his health took a real
turn for the worse.

“He has breathed his last”

Mayavan’s legacy

I entered the hut once again to see
Mayavan. The old lady sitting beside him
said calmly without looking at me, “He has
breathed his last.” She tied a white piece of
cloth around his face. Unable to accept the
suddenness of his death, I checked his
pulse. I thought I could feel his pulse
faintly … or was it my loud heartbeat? I
insisted that we take him to the hospital to
confirm his death but the older womenfolk
told me that he was dead and that it would
be unnecessary. They indicated to me that
his tongue had fallen and he had stopped
breathing. The womenfolk and men
gathered around the hut and Gomathi
suddenly started crying out loudly beating
her chest.
I stumbled out of the hut feeling sad
and shocked. Mayavan had lived under the
constant threat of physical violence on
account of his involvement in organizing
the quarry workers. Over-burdened by
debt and poor working conditions, he died
a bonded labourer. He was buried in the
village graveyard before sunset.

It is now eleven years since Mayavan
died. His grave is covered with weeds and
wild flowers, but the lives of the quarry
workers have changed for the better. They
have taken control over their lives. Mayavan’s efforts in organizing workers against
unscrupulous employers inspired people
around him. The workers closed ranks and
organized to get themselves released from

Bonded labourers
The next day, Gomathi and her husband were off to work in the quarry. She
did not have the time or privilege to grieve
the death of her only brother. Gomathi and
her husband were also indebted to an
employer and thus were forced to work as
bonded labourers. They had to struggle for
their own survival.
In debt bondage, the worker is forced to
forfeit her right to sell or withdraw her
labour power altogether. It is ironic when
one of the most basic experiences of life —
earning a livelihood — involves the surrender of dignity and freedom to an employer.
Such employers usually trap labourers by
advancing a loan and then deducting the
interest payments on it from their wages.
This practice is an effective way to retain
workers over a long period of time and to
increase profits. The production of goods is
usually done through one or several intermediaries or sub-contractors, thereby mystifying the capital-wage relationship. Since
most of these industries are in the informal
sector and left unregulated by the government, the workers are unregistered and
vulnerable to such exploitative practices.
The availability of cheap, exploitable
labour in rural areas and the high returns
on capital make these ventures particularly
lucrative for the employers.
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bondage. They also formed a Quarry
Worker’s Co-operative where they all work
together today. There is hope of a better
and brighter future and I can hear it
coming. May Mayavan rest in peace. ■
Sabin Mukkath is a Community Development
Consultant in Hamilton, Ontario. Excerpted
from “Beneath The Big Tree” Kimmage
Development Studies, with permission.

Spiritan

“Honest Dialogue”
Going to people to serve them, live with them, walk beside them in a
spirit of trust, respect and love for long or short term commitments.
“As Catholic young adults, joined to the mission of
Christ in Baptism, we ask you to enrich our identity
by providing us opportunities for meaningful
catechesis, ongoing information and education…
Please invite us to an Honest Dialogue that
has potential for bringing us all to a deeper
understanding of God’s will.”
Young Adult Delegates to 3rd Continental
Congress on Vocations

You are invited to join our
“Honest Dialogue” Circle
Who:

Young Adults 17 yrs and
over (Male and Female)
How often: Four – Six times per year
Where:
Location arranged to suit
members
When:
Beginning Jan. 2007
Duration: 2 hours max.
Fee:
As with the best things in
life, it is free.

Sharing the message of Christ
with those who have never
(or scarcely) heard it.
A life of service to others, especially
those on the margins of society.

For More Information:
Fr. Mike Doyle, CSSp
121 Victoria Park Ave,
Toronto, ON M4E 3S2
Tel: 416-698-2003 Ext. 43
E-mail: vocations@spiritans.com
OR
Pam Canham Tel: 416-438-0519

Learning the meaning of “mission” in the 21st century.
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T E AC H I N G I N A CAT H O L I C H I G H S C H O O L

Faith is
Questioned
Spiritan invited Michael Fellin,
Head of Guidance, and

every day

Frank O’Neill, Head of Religion,
Neil McNeil High School, to talk
about teenage boys, and the
role of religion, church, belief
and community in their lives

What’s it like teaching in an all-boys
high school today?
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Photos courtesy of Neil McNeil High School

Michael Fellin: Something really special happens when boys grow together as
friends. They develop a different sense of
community to what they’d experience in a
co-ed school: a great camaraderie and a
sense of looking out for the one that’s
different, for the little guy. I’ve seen this
during the Grade 9 orientation at Camp
Olympia, in the one-on-one tutoring, and
when students I thought would be “picked
on” just weren’t. Is there no bullying? Yes,
there is, as everywhere. But I’ve been impressed how on a whole they treat each
other remarkably well. Given the diversity
of the school community I think that’s really unique. The boys are very proud to be
from Neil McNeil. Even those students
who aren’t doing particularly well academically think highly of their school.
Everywhere I go today I see an emphasis
on the individual and competition. You
can’t go to work or to a shopping mall
February 2007 / Spiritan

without feeling that. I’d like to think that
Catholic schools promote an alternative set
of values: building relationships versus
promoting the needs of the individual,
offering compassion instead of setting
up for competition — values that run
somewhat countercultural to our boys’
mainstream lives.

Frank O’Neill: When we had the Grade
8 parents and students in here for the
Orientation Night we emphasized that we
were inviting the boys to attend Neil for an
experience and not just for academics. We
were inviting them to this school for the
sense of community they’d find here.
That’s what I stress when I go out to speak
to the Grade 8s in their schools: “Yes, we
do the academics as well as any other
school, but there’s something else here that
we’d like you to be part of. We’d like you
to tap into the underlying energy rising up
Spiritan / February 2007

from within the school and then hand it on
to others.”
How is that sense of community
developed?

Michael Fellin: As an adult it’s hard to
instil a sense of community in teenagers if
you aren’t in communion with yourself
and with other adults. It’s hard to connect
if you’re not well connected. We have a lot
of good people on staff, who feel connected
to each other and to the school. They’re
able to offer that same connectedness to
the students — something they couldn’t
offer if their own lives were scattered.
Teenagers pick up on that very quickly.
They are looking for authentic people —
“congruent” adults who speak and live the
same thing. Boys especially attach themselves to such people. They see them in the
classroom speaking a certain way, they see
them in the hallways acting a particular

way; they watch them behind the bench,
they listen to their conversations with colleagues. They watch and observe. For boys
it’s vital to have consistency. That is part of
the Neil foundation laid by the Spiritans.
It’s an atmosphere that seeps through the
walls here. It becomes something you enter
into. And it makes a difference.

Frank O’Neill: Among the younger staff
now I find the same spirit that was in Neil
when I first came here in the mid 1970s. I
find it amazing that the current staff has
preserved it intact. In fact Neil may be a
more cohesive school now than when I
first arrived.
Do you find teaching religion
fulfilling — or frustrating?

Michael Fellin: I’ll pick up on a theme
that Obinna taught me — there is no
greater area of missionary work today than
13

in our schools. (Fr. Obinna, Nigerian Spiritan, is priest chaplain at Neil McNeil). To
work in a place where faith is questioned
every day, where it is far from taken for
granted, is demanding. Young people,
especially boys, are one of today’s toughest
clienteles.
When I started teaching I said to myself,
“This is a great opportunity — boys are
just ripe and I’ll be able to see dramatic
change in their lives. As a teacher I’ll make
some positive difference. I’ll see kids move
from point A to point B very quickly.” I
soon realized it doesn’t work that way.
Teaching has been an opportunity for me
to learn as much as a mission to teach.
These teenagers are unchurched in the
traditional sense. Yet they experience community in a different sort of way. Their
experience of church, like that of many
young teachers in our Catholic schools, is
in their high school, not their parish. There
is real opportunity here.

Frank O’Neill: I look back on my life
and I see it as almost Spirit-directed, Spiritcalled: from the fields on the farm to St.
Augustine’s Seminary; from there to study
theology; then meeting a Holy Ghost seminarian who asked what I was going to do
with this theology. I said, “I’ve no idea.” He
told me about this school, Neil McNeil. I’d
never heard of it. I asked him if the principal needed a religion teacher. He came
back and said yes. So I was called to
an interview. I ended up in a Spiritan school. I couldn’t believe it.
I would say that teaching any
other subject is hard, but teaching religion is easy. I’m not sure

what else I would teach. It gives me the energy to teach. If you speak from the Spirit
within you, you make contact with the
Spirit in the other and draw out that Spirit.
When you do that, things happen.
Today, for instance, the students were
talking about why they should go to
church. I gave them an analogy from my
own life. I’ve tried to run on the boardwalk
all by myself and always faltered. Finally I
joined a group to exercise with them at a
definite time, consistently. After a year and
a half I’m still exercising regularly, whereas
when I tried to run on my own I gave up
umpteen times. I said to the class, “That
says something about why we need church.
When people around you are praying, they
draw you into it.” I did agree with them
that church should be more about discussion and asking questions — “just as you’re
doing right now. For many of you this is
church right here.” They looked at me and
said, “Yes! This is church right here. Yes!”
“What’s the question? Ask the question,” I keep telling them. Now they’re finally getting it. They ask the next question
and we go on from there. It’s so important
to pick up on their questions, to invite them
to ask their question. You can’t get any further if you don’t ask the next question.
The students you teach are
unchurched. Are they unbelievers?

Frank O’Neill: Some believe in God,
some are not sure, some don’t believe in
God. If they don’t believe in God or are not
sure, is it because their images of God are
Grade 5 images of God? Is that what they’re
carrying into Grade 9? If so, it’s too small
an image for teenagers. They struggle

because they can’t hold on to that image.
They have to let it go so that a new image
of God can emerge. It may not mean they
don’t believe in God. They are in the
process of letting go of one image of God
and haven’t yet acquired another image.

Michael Fellin: They’re looking to believe in something and someone yet they
often look in all the wrong places. They
tune in to conflicting things and messages
found in popular media. Part of my job is
to adjust the frequency. They often imagine
God as a parent or as something “out
there, somewhere” and can resist believing
in that God because of their own parent
experience and because of their world of
immediacy. Part of becoming a teenager is
the desire to be one’s own person. My students want to come to their own understanding of themselves and lay stake to
their own identity, in the here and now.
When they are guided along this journey
with assistance by a caring adult they can
“tune in” to the desires of the heart versus
the cravings of the world. New dimensions
of God can emerge.
Today as their teachers, you journey
with them. What happens along the
way?

Frank O’Neill: We take up the Sunday
readings each week. I try to get them to understand the background. Then I can give
some understanding of what Jesus was getting at in a particular situation or story.
They begin to hear and see it in a new way.
An energizing possibility comes into play
— it’s not just “something I have to believe.” They begin to see fresh possibilities

It’s so important to pick up on
their questions, to invite them to ask
their question. You can’t get any further
if you don’t ask the next question.

When school chaplain
Fr. Obinna speaks, the
Gospel comes alive.
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rather than the same old, same old. They
begin to make connections with their own
lives. For instance, “I am the vine” really
clicked last year. It spoke to them in ways
that surprised me.

Michael Fellin: I try to get them to dig
deeper, to ask questions. They may be taken
in by the contemporary culture, but they
react very quickly when they see things are
not fair and just. They are quite open to the
idea that outside forces are at work against
how things should be. They get to learn
something more about themselves. This can
be both challenging and freeing.

My hope is that they experience a sense of
brotherhood, that they see themselves as brothers
who care for each other.
don’t feel we have to worry about getting
on to the next chapter. We learn something
together and that makes all the difference.
To quote another high school religion
teacher: “The curriculum is what you teach
when they’re not asking questions.”

Michael Fellin: It’s hard to dialogue
Frank O’Neill: You’ve got to love these
guys and hang in with them. In spite of
everything, I do love them. Bit by bit we become more comfortable together. Getting
from point A to point B is not the most important thing. What happens along the way
matters most. Teaching religion gives you
permission to reveal where you are and to
go where they are. There isn’t the same
pressure to finish everything you’re supposed to finish. If you’re asking them to
raise questions along the way, surely you
won’t be surprised if you don’t finish the
course. I’m a better religion teacher when I
Spiritan / February 2007

when you think you have all the answers,
when you’re not willing to enter into conversation and listen.
What turns them off church and
religion?

Frank O’Neill: They don’t know the
people or priests in the parish. Sometimes I
think if I was a priest at a Sunday Mass I’d
be going up and down the church slapping
hands with the children. Human contact is
so important to them. Without that they
get the feeling they’re not part of this
group. A hands-on experience is so impor-

tant for young people. Otherwise it’s just
going through the motions.
I find them eager to take an active part
in ritual — lighting an Advent candle,
moving through the Stations of the Cross,
water rituals. Sitting there passively doesn’t
do it for them.
What would you like them to have
gained when they graduate from Neil?

Michael Fellin: My hope is that they experience a sense of brotherhood, that they
see themselves as brothers who care for each
other. This sense of being a “big brother”
comes up a lot at school. If the school becomes an extended family for our youth
they will be able to draw on this throughout
life. When everyone has “enough” because
we share what we have, their sense of self
blends with their sense of others. We begins
to replace me. As the school song puts it:
“McNeil boys are we.” ■
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MISSION
&MONEY
Papua New Guinea

Mexico

Malawi

Haiti

Storing treasure in heaven while spending it on earth

Y

ears ago in the Spiritan seminary
in Ireland, which was operated
on a monastic model, talking
was forbidden during mealtime.
In the dining hall where two hundred
young men ate hungrily, edifying literature
was read by a reader in a high pulpit during
the course of the meal. I remember hardly
anything that I heard during mealtime in
my nine years of training there. But one
phrase, “the clink of money around the
altar”, the title of a chapter from a book by
a French parish priest in suburban Paris,
remains in my memory to this day.
The book, whose name I forget, had to
do with how a dormant and almost extinct
parish community had been revitalized. I
forget the many chapters about how the
author accomplished this, but I do remember him saying that nothing turns off a
congregation quicker than references to the
financial needs of the parish.
I resolved there and then never to mention money from the pulpit when my time
came to preach. I have kept very few of the
16

Gerald FitzGerald CSSp
resolutions of my youth, but this one is still
intact. I hope this article will not be considered as infringing on it.

and these cover most of their costs of operation. Due to the expansion of the Spiritans
into many new countries and territories in
recent years, the administration is now
running a deficit and is eating into the
capital of these bequests.

Spiritan treasurer

Financing the missions

After I retired from teaching I was asked
to be treasurer of the Spiritans in Englishspeaking Canada. Some years later I was appointed as representative of the treasurers
of the fourteen Spiritan groups in North
America and the Caribbean. In this capacity
I attend meetings, along with other regional
representatives from around the world,
with the General Bursar of the Spiritans in
Rome, Fr. José Lopes de Sousa CSSp, who is
ably assisted by Fr. James Iben CSSp.
The assets of every region in our religious order — property, investments and
bank holdings are owned and operated by
the Spiritans of that region. The central administration in Rome owns certain funds
bequeathed to the Spiritans over the years

Individual Spiritan groups, such as
those of us in English Canada, have total
control over the funds earned by way of
salaries and pensions as well as money donated by friends. Having paid all our living
expenses, any surplus is used to support
Spiritans in mission territories. Our Canadian group has historical relationships with
Haiti, Papua/New Guinea, Mexico and
Malawi and our missionaries there receive
the bulk of our surplus funds. Newly established mission teams, in places like Taiwan,
the Philippines, Pakistan, etc. suffer as they
have no historical connection to any of the
older established Spiritan provinces. As international teams they have no one country
that they can turn to for help.
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However a fund called “Cor Unum” has
been set up by the General Bursar to assist
mission groups with the expenses of supporting and educating the young men in
training for the priesthood. All groups with a
surplus contribute to this central fund. Our
Canadian Spiritan group is one of the chief
contributors. But apart from this assistance
to educate their seminarians, many mission
teams have little outside financial help.

Tax exempt receipts
The Government of Canada is very generous to Spiritans and to all other religious
orders which operate in the country. As
our priests have taken vows of perpetual
poverty, all income they earn is tax free but
must be paid directly into the central common fund. All Spiritan priests live on a
budget from this source. Another concession we are granted is that we are allowed
to give tax-exempt receipts for all donations we receive from our benefactors.
As our income is tax-free, we can support ourselves from our salaries and pensions. We give some of our surplus to
Canadian charities working here with our
aboriginal people, the urban poor, immigrants and refugees, prisoners and the sick.
We support organizations which foster justice and peace, ecumenism, the environment, etc. But we send over 90% of our
surplus and 100% of all donations to Spiritan missionaries overseas. Our teams in the
four mission territories previously mentioned receive the bulk of these funds, but
some are used to provide scholarships for
post-graduate studies in Canada to young
African Spiritan priests.

Generous benefactors
As well as the funds we generate ourselves, we are blessed to have the support of
hundreds of generous benefactors. Your
donations are a vital part of the money we
send to our missionaries for their support,
their works of evangelization and their humanitarian projects. These donations are
sent overseas in their entirety very quickly
after we receive them. We pride ourselves
at the speed with which we put your
money to work. It does not linger in
Canadian Bank Accounts. Each day we
process a dozen or two tax receipts and
speed the gifts to a Spiritan whom we know
will use it wisely and account to us for its
use. Donations vary greatly in size but having been taught by Christ in the gospel the
story of the Widow’s Mite, we realize that
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the value of the gift is not measured in
dollars but in the sacrifice it entails to the
donor. We offer prayers daily for our
donors and their intentions.
I don’t think that money has corrupted
the Spiritans of Canada. Despite living in
one of the world’s wealthiest countries,
despite receiving large amounts of money
through salaries, pension and donations, I
am always impressed by the modest life-

styles of our members. But then, most have
served in third-world countries, and who
can waste money on superfluities and luxuries after experiencing the abject poverty
of so many people whom Spiritans serve in
these places?
The love of money is the root of great
evil, but the wise use of money to spread
the Good News of Jesus is indeed the
source of much good. ■

Experience a
Spiritan
weekend
by peaceful
Lake Simcoe
(Maryholme)
May 25th – 27th, 2007
Friday evening to Sunday afternoon

Age: 18 years above
You will be guests of the Spiritans
An Unforgettable Weekend for You
✦ to learn more about the Spiritans

✦ to discuss cross cultural boundaries

✦ to engage in prayer and faith sharing

✦ to reflect on missions in the

✦ to learn more about Religious Life

3rd Millennium

lay Spiritans, and priesthood

REGISTRATION CONTACT:
Fr. Mike Doyle, CSSp
121 Victoria Park Ave,
Toronto, ON M4E 3S2
Tel: 416-691-9319 Ext. 43
E-mail: vocations@spiritans.com
OR
Pam Canham
Tel: 416-438-0519

Limited space: A $20 deposit is required to reserve a spot
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Justice, Peace and Reconciliation

“Harald is
back again”
Bärbel Ackerschott

T

he doorbell rang. When I got to the door Harald was standing there again. After eight years he was back to us at Notel. I
felt the need to breathe deeply because I realized that I was
getting furious. Harald’s story is part of a pattern; after a certain
time they all come back. I invited him into my office and took time
with him. I would have preferred to be at work in the kitchen
rather than experiencing such feelings of frustration.
When he came for the first time to Notel, Harald had a severe
drug problem. He strained our nerves; we were constantly worried
about him especially because during a program of drug rehabilitation he had suffered epileptic fits. But we also prayed and laughed
together. After some years with us he simply disappeared.
A few years ago I met him in a methadone distribution centre in
the Cologne. He was looking good and had responded well to replacement drug treatment. He had already married and had a child.
He was confident about his future. With his O-Level and his training as a male nurse his prospects were good.
Then the relapse came. His marriage broke down and the
grandparents were caring for his child. He literally was left standing
before the ruins of his life. His drug habit returned and he was
expelled from where he was staying. Back on the road again he was
sitting in my office in Notel … “I only want to tell you that I am
back again.”

Hard not to lose faith in him
While I was listening to him my thoughts strayed to a talk on a
Spiritan spirituality of justice and peace which I had recently heard.
There it was emphasized that in going to the poor we were not
going in the first place to perform a task. Rather we go to be with
the people, to live with them, to be side by side with them, to listen
to them and to share our faith with them. Respect and love are central to this relationship.
Harald was now making a call on me and on Notel. As a former
student of the Pallotines, the spirituality of Notel was important to
him. If we were first on his list as he again hit rock-bottom surely
he expected that we would not lose faith in him, that we could offer
real solidarity to him at this most difficult point in his life. He was
not asking us to look for accommodation for him, nor to solve his
problems. All he really wanted was that we offer time and presence.
He remembered the time when we had given him a home and
when we had faith in his future.
I recalled other things said during the talk on Spiritan justice
and peace spirituality. There, mission was presented as a crossing of
cultural boundaries and a movement to individuals and groups of
the poor and underprivileged. Borders and frontlines in such a mission are constantly moving and as they do, so does our frontline of
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mission. I found it difficult to accept that Harald had relapsed and
fallen again. My ideals of a “respectable” life, responsibility for his
child, moral values needed to take second place just at this
moment. In first place was Harald and his feeling of being totally
abandoned. The demand on me was to listen to him and to try and
relate to him with respect and love.

Beyond my familiar boundaries
During the talk on Spiritan spirituality of justice and peace it
had been remarked that to be engaged in mission did not necessarily mean to go far from home but to go on a journey in the
name of the Gospel and of God’s Reign, a journey which brings us
to and beyond the boundaries of our familiar world.
Now I can say that mission means exactly that here in Notel.
Harald has led me to the boundaries of my own life. If I want to be
with him I need to cross the boundaries of my own life and world.
Even still I feel anger taking over again when I realize how powerless I am to resolve Harald’s addiction and weakness of will power.
How is it possible that this man could let himself fall so far and let
himself go? But now also I begin to see more clearly what the real
meaning of the word “mission” is. My anger is found side-by-side
with Harald’s confidence. Harald is back in Notel and it is good
that he has found his way to us. We are bound together by our
shared humanity, sibling children of God. ■
Bärbel Ackerschott is a lay Spiritan from Germany. She works in Notel,
a project of the German Province with drug and street people.
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VICS

At Home in Cairo
Michael Jemmett writes from Cairo, Egypt where he is teaching in a
Coptic Seminary and presents a very vivid description of life there…

“A

esh!” one man hollers with a
lengthy drawl up into the narrow
alleyways. His scalp is cushioned
against the wooden rack of stacked and
cooling loaves of circular pita bread, soft,
fresh and scrumptious in its plain flavour.
Five storeys up an unimpressive apartment
building of never-ending construction, a
wicker basket is soaring on a length of
twine. In it, his portly client has tossed the
cash equivalent of the loaves she is retrieving, leaning over the balcony and pulling
up fist over fist. “Aesh!” I turn a corner.

Along the bread route, some of the tightly parked vehicles are draped in patchwork
dustcovers against the overnight pall. On
one quiet street, a lower-class hired woman
in long loose robe stands swaying over a
middle-class car, damp-mopping off the
accumulated dust with a rag she wrings
out above a plastic pail of filthy water. She
points the wipers heavenward before moving on to the next client, a sign that she has
fulfilled her duty, regardless of the incessantly creeping powder her client may see by the
time he arrives. I sidestep a garbage heap.

A carefully twisted turban tops an ancient, furrowed mug of three-day-old grey
stubble. His long, dingy robes hide a bony
frame as he lugs a cart loaded with scallions,
tomatoes, eggplant and carrots still clinging
to their dirt from the field, like children reluctant to bathe. Barefooted shopkeepers
cast buckets of suds across their tiled sidewalks and squeegee the runoff over the curb
or hose off yesterday’s detritus. Street cleaners in overalls sweep with tired, witchy
brooms worn horizontally down to a long,
twiggy tangle. I leap a puddle.

To announce his wares, an itinerant man
raps a hand-warmed silver wrench rapidly,
vigorously and annoyingly against the antique, paint-chipped propane tanks in his
cart. He is overtaken by a suited entrepreneur of a different pinstripe on his cell
phone in his immaculately polished car,
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oblivious to the juxtaposition. On thoroughfares, vehicles sound out their cacophony of horns and tire screeching. I grimace
with the aural assault.

Men of all ages, slowly aggregating in
street-side cafes, are sucking apple-scented
tobacco fumes from the ends of pipes
snaking out of tall and slender sheesha urns;
everyone else has been merely guzzling
noxious diesel fumes since birth. Veiled,
robed and formless mothers transport
toddlers sidesaddle on their shoulders,
perhaps a bag on their head or in their
hands. I inhale but cannot distinguish the
mob’s pungent scent in the acrid air.

In their distraction with cell phones and
unconsciously coy mannerisms, pedestrian
university girls in curve-revealing western
jeans but modestly covered heads, risk their
lives swimming across boulevards where
taxi drivers cruise like swarms of sharks.
Their lanky lifeguards are modern male
counterparts of slick, thick and shortcropped black hair and three-day soft or
bristling beards filling out year by year. I
scratch my unshaven throat.

“The horseman!” I cry within when I recognize off in the distance the merchant from
the previous day. In my wandering and observing, now sharper, I have inadvertently
wound my way back home, clearly not by
the same threadwork of streets and alleys.
I am close enough that the buildings are
instantly familiar.
In gratitude as well as hunger, I approach the man, point to his oranges the
size of softballs, hold up two fingers and
ask, “Kilo?” hoping for the best. Sure
enough, two kilos of citrus in one tin pan
are balanced against lead weights in the
other, bagged in plastic and handed over
with a toothy grin. All the while the merchant prattles on in street lingo. Before
leaving my residence, I remembered to stick
several slightly soiled bills of local currency
into my pocket. I proffer these like a magi-

Michael with a Coptic seminarian.

cian fanning a deck of limp cards and the
businessman takes what he thinks best with
index finger and thumb. I am treated fairly.

Rarely I haggle for a felucca (ancientstyle sailboat) to watch the tangerine sun
silhouette palms and minarets issuing the
Islamic call to prayer, and then spy the
early stars pricking the evening dome.
Often enough I shuffle aboard the sleek,
efficient midday subway for fifteen cents.
For a nickel, I dare to cram into a rushhour microbus or taxi, metal panels
pocked, rusted and rattling from neglect
and collisions. Frequently along wildly
uneven links of sidewalk and potholed
pavements I shamble through biblical and
modern multitudes, whose names, social
and professional opportunities, whose very
souls are frequently identified by religion,
sect and denomination. Could you identify
who’s religiously who among the characters above? Most Egyptians could.

Yet wherever I move, even down a dim
alley alone at midnight, I’m already home,
and at home in Cairo. Here the refugees
Joseph, Mary and Jesus perhaps traced the
same profile of the Pyramids and Sphinx
already two thousand years old, now four;
Muslims and minority Christians coexist
with tension and goodwill as they face a
contemporary world, for some only vicariously through televised flickers; and a VICS
volunteer teaches theological English to his
family of Coptic Catholic seminarians so
they may better comprehend and nurture
God’s Word among God’s people. I’m
home. ■
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The World of Media

Spiritans go tubing
Sara Loftson

S

ome religious communities are
turning to the latest technology to
help promote vocations.
Fr. Paul McAuley, CSSp, decided to post
some videos about TransCanada Province
of the Spiritans on YouTube after reading
about it in the news recently. “I thought it
might be a way for the church to reach
young people,” said McAuley, the religious
order’s 47-year-old web site designer.
YouTube is a free video-sharing web site
(www.youtube.com) which lets users upload, view and share video clips, music
videos and amateur content such as
videoblogging.
Americans Chad Hurley, Steve Chen
and Jawed Karim founded YouTube in
2005. The next year, TIME magazine
named it “Invention of the Year” and subsequently Google Inc., purchased the company for $1.65 billion (U.S.) in November.

According to the YouTube web site, 100
million videos are viewed per day, with
more than 65,000 videos being added daily.
McAuley has posted three videos: a 40second commercial about the Spiritans and
two videos about a member of the Spiritan
order, Blessed Jacques Laval, also known as
the Apostle of Mauritius.
After a month on YouTube the videos
were viewed about 350 times. McAuley
said these postings were just a trial run and
he’s not surprised by the limited amount of

Used
Stamps
Remember when parishes
used to collect used postage
stamps for the missions?
Well, we still do. The stamps are sold to a stamp club and
the money raised is used to support missionary work on the
island of Mauritius. Stamps from any country and in any
number will be most welcome. Stamps from countries other
than Canada and the US are of the greatest value.
Please send stamps to:
Spiritans, 121 Victoria Park Avenue,
Toronto, Otario, M4E 3S2, Canada
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hits. “I’m hoping when I get time that our
congregation will be able to upload
(videos) regularly, a weekly homily or
something like that,” he said.
In Canada the Spiritans have 50 priests
averaging above 65 years of age, said
McAuley.
In the past four years several Canadian
seminarians have discerned religious life
with the Spiritans, but currently there is
only one seminarian studying at Saint Paul
University in Ottawa.
A quick web search on YouTube shows
there is limited Catholic content on the
site. The Spiritans are among the few, possibly the only religious order from Canada
to post vocations-related items on
YouTube. However, numerous religious
orders and dioceses in the United States
have caught onto this trend.
While McAuley doesn’t expect young
people to search out vocations’ sites, having an account on YouTube gives a link to
the order’s official web site, which has
helped to field inquires.
“It’s just to invite young people. They
might stumble across it and it just might
make them think for a moment about the
church and their faith,” said McAuley. ■
Reprinted from The Catholic Register
newspaper, Toronto, with permission.
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Food for
Thought

Go to the people
Live among them.
Love them.
Learn from them.
Serve them.
Plan with them.
Start with what they know
Build on what they have.
And when the best leaders leave
The people will say,
“We have done it ourselves.”
Lao Tsu

I do not think the question is whether we should make an effort to
bring back the lapsed; of course we must. I am asking the
question, “What are we bringing them back to?” I would contend
that the best the church can offer the lapsed is a lively parish
community where they will feel welcome, involved and at home
on Sunday — and continue to feel that way.
The lapsed, after all, are not an alien species, and they are not
fools. They are people in my own family, some I went to school
with, neighbours and friends. Had life gone differently for me, I
might well be happily among them. Finding out what happened to
cause them to “fall away” is easy: I can simply ask.

There are at least streams of migrants in the
world: refugees or displaced persons fleeing war
and persecution, those living in poverty who
seek a better life in another place or country but
have little academic training or skills that would
pass the criteria for immigration selection, and
those who are highly skilled or have financial
assets who are welcomed (but not necessarily
given the jobs they are qualified for) into
countries like Canada.
Fr. Bernard Cotter,
Non-status immigrants have for a
The Tablet
long time been the mainstay of
Canada’s underground economy.
A Hand of Friendship across the Divide
No one knows for sure, but 150,000
It challenges the Churches to reassess traditional views of missionaries
to 300,00 persons are believed to
and missionary work. It challenges us to ask where are today’s mission
be staying in the country illegally,
fields? The role of the missionary has changed so radically from the
contributing to the economy and
days of my childhood — those days in which it was seen as one of
doing jobs that others care not to or
recruitment officer, winning converts for our version of the truth, our
cannot do, such as in the construction
view of God — headhunters or soulhunters in a big numbers game. A
or cleaning industry…
view in which those of other faiths and traditions were seen at best, as
Government has the task of
misguided, at worst, as enemies of the one true faith. That role has
adopting policy that acknowledges
changed, — you are all evidence of that — but has it changed radically
the reality and yet balances public
enough? Have we moved sufficiently beyond those outdated,
justice and the rights and interests of
confining preconceptions and succeeded in defining a new role for
all involved, especially those caught in
missionary work, indeed for the Churches generally, that meets the
the crossfire. After all, they are just
challenges of the new millennium? Have we fully realized the potential
like the rest of us, looking for a better
of building bridges of friendship and trust with those of other faiths,
life and a place where they can live
who in the past were seen as competitors in the race for saving souls?
and work in peace.
Today’s mission fields are the streets we were born in, not just the
Chris Pullenayegem,
African bush, the South American favala, and we have made a start at
The Catalyst
mission with a difference.
Mary McAleese, President of Ireland
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Home and Away

Fathers make all the difference in schools

A

t St. Joseph High School in Edmonton, Spiritan Father
Michael Troy has been active in the school for so long that
he has a gymnasium, and basketball and soccer tournaments named after him. This is in addition to the three-year-old
school in the city’s Southside that also bears his name.
“His presence is always felt,” says Leo Turcotte of Father
Michael Troy.
Turcotte, the principal of St. Joseph’s High School, says the best
way to describe Troy is as an “icon.” And although the school does
have a lay chaplain on staff, Turcotte jokes that “when it’s time to
call on someone near God in stature, we have Father Troy.”
Turcotte has an endless list of adjectives to describe Troy —
charismatic, energetic, committed, selfless and positive. In addition
to his regular Thursday visits to the school, Troy is “here at the
drop of a hat when we need him, whether it’s for a function, Mass
or whatever,” says Turcotte. “It’s important to have a priest in the
school. It’s a way of identifying our Catholic identity.”
Although he retired from teaching in 1983, it never seems like
Troy left the school.
“I’m so active in the school because they ask me to,” says Troy,
who celebrated his 89th birthday in October. “The students
and staff, they’re my friends.” Not only are they his friends, but

the students past and present keep him busy with graduation
ceremonies, weddings and the baptism of their children.
“I’ve even buried some of them,” says Troy.
Troy is also active with the Holy Childhood Association for the
Archdiocese of Edmonton. The association raises awareness of
poverty in Third World countries by encouraging students in the
Archdiocese to pray and make their own donations to their
counterparts in countries like China, Malaysia and Sudan.
Priests like Troy will continue to be in the hallways of schools
like St. Joseph’s and in the bleachers cheering for the football team
at one of the high schools in Edmonton. He hopes that students
come to see priests as more than people who “bless things.”
“How do we keep the Catholic identity of our schools when
there are no priests in the schools?” says Troy. “Priests should get
involved in the school. That’s important for Catholic schools.”
Troy also has his own selfish reasons for being so active in the
schools. The kids keep him young and on his feet.
“I learn from the kids,” says Troy. “They say to me, ‘What do
you have to worry about anyway?’ So I don’t.” ■
An extract and reprint from Alberta Catholic School Trustees
Association “The Catholic Dimension” Fall 2006 issue, with permission.

Fr. Michael Troy stays involved with students.
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Home and Away

Libermann
Medallion
On 9th November 2006 Fintan Kilbride was conferred
with a Libermann medallion in his room in the Palliative
Care unit of Princess Margaret Hospital in Toronto. His
wife Kenise, his two daughters, son-in-law and two
grandchildren were present at the short ceremony.
The medallion is awarded to those whose lives best
exemply the missionary vision of Francis Libermann
and Fintan was a very worthy recipient.
He was professed as a member of the Spiritans in
Ireland in 1945, and ordained to the priesthood ten
years later. He served as a missionary in Nigeria from
1946 to 1970 and was flown on the last plane out of
Biafra before the country fell to federal forces. During the
civil war he distinguished himself by his involvement in
relief services for children suffering from Kwashiorkor.
He survived a crash of one of the relief planes.
He came to North America, married in 1973, taught
in Neil McNeil High School in Toronto from 1975 until
2002 where he reinforced the Spiritan presence, vision
and missionary outlook. After his retirement he continued his involvement with four different humanitarian
movements assisting the poor, and especially the children in central and south American countries.
His work with Craig Kielburger in “Save the Children” from the very inception of the movement was of
a very hands-on nature and he spent many months in

Jamaica, Haiti, Nicaragua and other countries working
on the building of schools. He founded Students Crossing Borders to involve young people in these projects.
His life reflected the Libermann ideals. On December
21, 2006, Fintan passed away peacefully. The attendance
at his funeral and the tributes in the media were some
measure of the quality of his life. The Libermann
medallion of which he was so proud was engraved with
the inscription, “60 Years of Spiritan Service”.

New Doors for St. Joseph’s Church
In a ceremony on October 20th, 2006, new doors were blessed and installed in St. Joseph’s Church,
Highland Creek, Ontario in honour of Fr. Peter Fleming, CSSp R.I.P., the former pastor of the parish.
The ceremony was conducted on Peter’s birthday by
Fr. David Okenyi, CSSp in the presence of his fellow
Spiritans, of Pam Canham and her committee who conceived and financed the project and of many other
parishioners. All seven doors have large glass windows
and admit a far greater measure of light into the church
and narthex than existed before.
Also Bob and Ruthann Thropp who befriended Peter
during his ministry and vacations in Florida have put a
plaque bearing his name on his favourite tangerine tree,
from which he liked to pluck fresh fruit for his breakfast.
Ruthann writes “The tree is thriving as are our memories of our dear friend. He will always remain in our
hearts and prayers.”
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Return Address:
Spiritan
121 Victoria Park Avenue
Toronto, Ontario
CANADA M4E 3S2
P.M.#40050389

Yoga Meditation
So it is me down here —
pressed into sand at seafloor,
dark starfish
here and now
is still and cool
from gill-slits
thoughts bubble up,
burst at ocean’s skin.
So it is me —
watching my body’s undulation,
jellyfish in brine,
breath
sea anemone
angelfish slide over me
without a ripple,
I am deep…
could drown in the tranquil,
want to rest here
seaweed-still
nestled in green sea rocks
— Katie Marshall Flaherty, Lay Spiritan

